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ALICEROBBIN 
ABSTRACT 
THISARTICLE EXAMINES SELECTED ECONOMIC and social indicators of our 
multiracial and multiethnic society at the end of the twentieth century to 
provide an information base for wise decisions about effective library ser- 
vices. The statistical profile describes the demography, economic well-be- 
ing, and educational attainment of the principal racial and Hispanic ori- 
gin groups. The data show that progress in our nation’s well-being has 
occurred, but a great deal remains to be done to achieve the goals of 
equity and equality of opportunity. 
INTRODUCTION 
This article is a statistical profile of our nation at the end of the mil- 
lennium. It examines selected economic and social indicators of our mul- 
tiracial and multiethnic society that describe the journey our nation has 
taken and the distance that remains to achieve the goals of equity and 
equality of opportunity. An alternate title of this article could be “Corre- 
lates and Predictors of the ‘Digital Divide”’ and yet another title: “What 
Must Be Done?” 
Part one briefly discusses the origins of U.S. statistics on race and 
ethnicity, how these statistics represent membership in the polity, and ca- 
veats about the data. Part two describes the demographic characteristics 
of our nation-immigrants all, an extraordinary tapestry of races, ethnic 
groups, and cultures-and what our nation is projected to become by 2050. 
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Parts three and four summarize a number of indicators of progress and 
disparities in the economic well-being and educational attainment of the 
major racial and Spanish-speaking populations; they focus our attention 
on distributional issues in the society. 
Creating a statistical profile requires choices about which measures 
to include and exclude from a wealth of information collected by the U.S. 
government. This study was guided by a theoretical model that assumes 
the unequal distribution of life chances and creates a framework for un- 
derstanding causes, effects, and outcomes. This model posits success (at- 
tainment) as a function of a complex array of related variables that in- 
clude family background and choices made by society (through govern- 
ment), parents, and young adults (Haveman & Wolfe, 1994; Robbin, 
2000c). 
The statistical profile concentrates on the contribution that immi- 
grants have made to the changing demography of our nation and on the 
family and its progress over the life course. The family is the single most 
important social agent for producing human capital, and its well-being 
significantly affects whether other social institutions have sufficient re- 
sources to carry out their missions. This conception of the determinants 
of attainment forms the basis for a large number of data and record keep- 
ing systems that are designed to carry out the constitutional, legislative, 
and administrative mandates of government aswell as programmatic func- 
tions of non-governmental institutions, including the library. 
How then, and in what ways, can the library, as an influential social 
institution, contribute to the well-being of people? The concluding re- 
marks offer a cautionary note about the hype induced by the “Digital Di- 
vide” metaphor and whether social institutions can radically alter the 
choices that people make in their everyday lives. It seems indisputable, 
however, that, as a nation, social spending for educational resources must 
be significantly increased, in particular, to improve parental and child 
literacy. The data speak volumes about how education creates social capi- 
tal, and it is here where the library community can make its most signifi- 
cant contribution. 
ORIGINSOF RACIAL AND ETHNICDATAIN THE 
NATIONAL SYSTEMSTATISTICAL 
Historical conceptions of race and which persons fall into majority 
and minority groups are fundamental to understanding the collection and 
reporting of racial and ethnic group statistics. Federal statistics on race 
and ethnicity are the product of more than two centuries of legislative 
initiative and public law that are policy responses to politics and social 
and economic conditions. The U.S. Constitution, hundreds of treaties, 
federal and state statutes, Supreme Court rulings, and case law have es- 
tablished the legal and political relationship of racial groups in the United 
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States. Policies related to property rights, political representation, and 
citizenship in the polity have motivated administrative practices for col- 
lecting data on race and ethnicity (Anderson, 1988; Starr, 198’7; 
Thernstrom, 1978). 
Statistics on race and ethnicity have reflected the official record 
keeper’s assessment of a social group’s identity, status in society at a par- 
ticular historical moment, and recognition of membership in the polity 
(Robbin, 1999). Government statistical systems that record race and 
ethnicity have created or erased social identity and excluded or included 
groups in the body politic (Robbin, 2000b). Until recent decades, immi- 
gration and naturalization laws contained explicit language that identi- 
fied particular ethnic groups in racial terms and as ineligible for citizen- 
ship. At one time, the Irish, Syrians, and Spanish-speaking populations 
were considered “races” until they were officially designated an “ethnic” 
group (American Anthropological Association, 199’7; Hayes-Bautista & 
Chapa, 1987; Ignatiev, 1995; US. Bureau of the Census, 1989). Federal 
statistics have created a similarity of identity where none existed, as with 
“Latino” identity based on shared language rather than culture and as 
with “Asian” or “Oriental” identity based on shared discrimination and 
ethnic stereotyping (Espiritu, 1992, pp. 13-14; Fugita & O’Brien, 1991; 
ObolCr, 1992). 
STATISTICS IN THE POLITYAND REPRESENTATION 
Representation in the decennial census and administrative data and 
reporting systems has meant entry to the “political arena to have needs 
addressed and grievances resolved” (Feeney, 1994, p. 3). Being counted is 
the first step toward making claims for entitlements to resources and par- 
ticipating in the public policy process. Groups must be counted in order 
to make credible claims for political representation, demonstrate discrimi- 
natory practices against them, seek and obtain legal remedies, receive 
governmental assistance for a host of social programs, and evaluate cur- 
rent, as well as develop new, public policy. 
National statistics on American Indians and Blacks, for whom data 
had been collected since the 1790 decennial census, constituted the most 
developed series on minority populations until the 1980s. Vital statistics 
records have historically identified a category related to the Black popula- 
tion. The decennial census began counting “Orientals” in the 1870 cen- 
sus, but restrictive immigration, exclusion, and right-to-work laws contrib- 
uted to their numerically small size until after 1965. The concentration of 
Asian populations in only a few geographic areas of the country greatly 
limited their visibility and contributed to rationalizing the lack of statistics 
on these population groups until recent decades. 
The status of the Spanish-speaking populations was established early 
in the history of the Republic by the Monroe Doctrine and Treaty of 
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Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 and codified in a host of exclusionary federal 
and state immigration, naturalization, employment, taxation, education, 
and segregation laws. Statistical evidence of Spanish-speaking and Latin 
American identity became available in national statistics beginning in the 
mid-1800s and, specifically, in the1930 decennial census on the Mexican. 
A key reason why government agencies did not collect statistical data on 
the Latino and Hispanic populations was the belief that they were geo- 
graphically concentrated in only a few regions of the country (Robbin, 
2000b). 
The US.  government first collected information on citizenship in the 
1820 and 1830 censuses, again in 1870, and then from 1890 through 1990. 
During the mid-l800s, the U.S. government began collecting information 
on place of birth for both persons and their parents. During different peri- 
ods in US.  history, the census has collected information on ancestry and 
language, a response to changes in the demographic composition of the 
nation that were often perceived as threats to the body politic. 
“Great Society” initiatives of the 1960s fostered the rise of identity 
politics and the entrance of minority population interest groups into the 
political arena. During the 1970s, African-Americans, Latinos, Asians, and 
Pacific Islanders mobilized to influence Congressional and administrative 
policy decisions about federal statistics on race and ethnicity (Robbin, 
2000b). Minority statistics became an integral part of the federal statisti- 
cal system because of their efforts. 
The federal government issued “Statistical Policy Directive 15” in 1977 
and “Revisions to the Standards for the Classification of Federal Data on 
Race and Ethnicity” in 1997 (Edmonston et al., 1996; Robbin, 2000a). 
The 1977 version of the classification system established four racial cat- 
egories (American Indian, Asian or Pacific Islander, Black, and other) 
and one ethnic group category (Hispanic/not of Hispanic origin). People 
were permitted to select only one category to identify their racial heri- 
tage. Racial and ethnic self-identification was the recommended way of 
collecting data, but observer identification was permitted. 
Two major changes took place in the 1997 revision that were imple- 
mented in the 2000 decennial census. The “Asian or Pacific Islander” cat- 
egory was split into “Asian” and “Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander” 
for a total of five categories. Recognizing the diversity and growing multi- 
racial nature of American society, respondents were permitted to identify 
multiple racial identities. The official publications of the Census Bureau 
will report on sixty-three different combinations, but there will not be a 
category labeled “multiracial.” It is important to emphasize that both the 
original 1977 and revised 1997 directive cautioned that the standard was 
not to be used to determine eligibility for participating in any federal 
program, nor were the categories to be construed as representing biologi- 
cal or genetic racial origins. 
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The directive became the foundation for collecting and reporting 
data on racial and ethnic groups in the U S  population and ushered in a 
conceptual change in the official definition of race. Although the status 
differences of the White majority and various minority groups continued 
to be maintained, the “effect of the standard was to redefine the U S .  
population beyond a White and non-White classification” (Lott quoted in 
Review of Federal Measurement, 1993, p. 38). Even though there were diffi- 
culties in how people interpreted the meaning of “race” and “ethnicity,” 
the classification system provided evidence that the United States was no 
longer a “White” majority and “Black” minority society; the nation had 
become a rich tapestry of multiracial and multiethnic heritage. 
In the decades that followed the issuing of Directive 15 in 1977, the 
classification system provided policy makers with a powerful tool for sum- 
marizing and tabulating a vast quantity of statistical data. Policy makers 
and administrators documented disparities and differentials in income, 
education, health, and access to information. A host of social welfare is- 
sues related to racial and ethnic identity found their way onto the public 
policy agenda. Constitutional, legislative, and administrative mandates of 
government, including the programmatic functions of non-governmental 
institutions, resulted in the development of extensiye administrative record- 
keeping systems to register the health and welfare of social groups in the 
U.S. population. It  is these record-keeping systems that illuminate our 
understanding of the demography and well-being of American society. 
CAVEATSABOUT THE PUBLISHED DATASTATISTICAL 
There are at least four caveats about the statistics that must be stated. 
First, reflecting our history as an immigrant nation, “We The People” are 
a rich tapestry of nationalities, ancestries, and cultures. However, this sta- 
tistical profile frames the discussion in terms of the official racial and His-
panic origin categories assigned by the government employing the rules 
issued under Statistical Policy Directive 15 issued in 1977 (i.e., four cat- 
egories for race and one ethnic group category and self-identification for 
only one racial category). 
The statistical profile thus reflects population aggregates for racial 
and Hispanic origin groups, although there are significant socioeconomic 
and demographic differences within all the groups that are related to their 
country of origin, time of arrival in the United States, incorporation expe- 
riences, generation or cohort, and membership in different ethnic groups. 
“Hispanic origin” includes Spanish speakers of any national origin, unless 
otherwise specified (the 2000 census will add “Latino” and “Chicano” as 
designators). There are, of course, distinct cultural, ethnic, and other dif- 
ferences that reduce the utility of the “Hispanic” label. 
Similarly, the category label of “African-American” or “Black” masks a 
highly diverse population of recent immigrants from Caribbean and Afri- 
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can nations, as well as the native born who experienced a history of sla- 
very. The category “Asian” does not reveal the significant demographic 
and economic well-being differences in the very heterogeneous popula- 
tions of Southeast Asia and the Pacific Islands (Hernandez, 1996). The 
category “American Indian” includes Eskimos and Aleuts, who have dif- 
ferent histories from the American Indian population. Again, it is impor- 
tant to emphasize that this article is not designed as a comparative analy- 
sis of specific ethnic or nationality groups unless they are particularly sig- 
nificant. Nonetheless, these differences are critical for developing appro- 
priate national and local library and other policies. 
Second, much of our understanding of who we are as a nation de- 
rives from the decennial census, but the 2000 census was conducted af- 
ter this article was written. Thus, the 1990 decennial census-the basis 
for government and non-governmental sampling frames-provides in-
formation that is somewhat degraded by its lack of recency. Neverthe- 
less, what is important is the consistency in the trends and their direc- 
tion and the differences in the indicators among the racial and ethnic- 
origin groups. 
Third, the data reported here are from statistical series and record- 
keeping systems whose data collection and processing methodologies, data 
quality, procedures for reporting, time periods, and other factors result in 
numbers that are different, even when the published report describes the 
same subject matter. Projections of the racial and ethnic composition of 
the population may differ because, for example, one series derives from 
the complete enumeration of a decennial census and another series from 
sample data of the Current Population Survey. Even when estimates are 
drawn from the same series, such as the Current Population Survey, they 
may be issued in published tables whose numbers may have been com- 
puted with new information, assumptions, or methodology. In some cases, 
“large” differences may result, particularly when a new methodology is 
employed. It becomes essential to read the methodological reports in or- 
der to understand the differences. To the extent possible, the data pre- 
sented in the following tables are consistent, and every table cites the 
original source of the statistics, so the reader can return to the original 
published reports and tabular data. 
Fourth, although government surveys usually have sample sizes that 
are much larger than polls or surveys conducted by academic researchers 
or professional polling firms, sample surveys may have too few people of a 
particular racial or ethnic heritage to provide statistically significant re- 
sults. Consequently, detail on a particular group will often not be pro- 
vided in published reports, in particular, for the American Indian and 
Asian populations. The Aleut and Eskimo populations in the “American 
Indian” category and Pacific Islanders in the “Asian” category are also 
affected by extremely small sample sizes. 
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Typically, information is provided for the “White,” “Black (“African- 
American”), and “Hispanic” populations. Sometimes, publications pro- 
vide more detail on the “Hispanic” population (“White” or “Black), and 
the “White” population is further disaggregated as “White, non-Hispanic” 
and “Black non-Hispanic.” The category “Asian” includes Pacific Island- 
ers and is referred to as ‘‘MI.”“American Indian” includes the Eskimos 
and Aleuts. 
Finally, a word about naming conventions. Many publications con- 
tinue to refer to the “White” population as the “majority” race and all 
others as either the “minority” or “non-White” population. I use the nam- 
ing conventions employed by the source I cite, although I place double 
quotes around the name, as in “non-White” when the reference is to “mi- 
nority” populations. Official government documents and academic publi- 
cations are inconsistent about whether “White” and “Black” are capital- 
ized; however, this article capitalizes all racial group designations in order 
to make the discussion of racial and ethnic group differences easier to 
read. Percentaged data are subject to rounding when the text does not 
describe the data to a tenth of a percent. 
OVERVIEW COMPOSITIONOF THE DEMOGRAPHIC 
OF THE UNITEDSTATES:ONTHE EVEOF THE 
MILLENNIUMTHROUGH 2050 
The United States grew from under 20 million people in the early 
part of the nineteenth century to almost 250 million people in 1990 (Gibson 
& Lennon, 1999). The U S .  population more than tripled in size during 
the twentieth century and, between 1970 and 1990, increased by nearly 50 
million people. In March 1998, its population was estimated at 269,094,000 
(US. Bureau of the Census, February 1996b). 
The March 1998 Current Population Survey estimates that young 
people between 5 and 25 years old constitute about 30 percent of our 
total population, and the 35 to 44 and 45 to 54 year old cohorts about 38 
percent. Of our nation’s population, 70 percent is 21 years and over; 20 
percent, 55 years and over; and almost 12 percent, 65 years and over. Mar- 
ried couples comprise somewhat more than 76 percent of the family house- 
hold population, with about 18percent headed by female single parents 
and 5.5 percent by male single parents. The “baby-boomer’’ generation 
and the elderly populations are two cohorts of the population that will 
constitute a much larger proportion of society during the twenty-first cen- 
tury (US.  Bureau of the Census, February 1996a). 
Educational attainment has changed markedly since the Census 
Bureau first collected information about schooling in 1940, when only 
25 percent of the American people had completed high school and 4.6 
percent had completed four or more years of college (U.S. Bureau of 
the Census, September 199813, p. 25). Today, nearly 88 percent of the 
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population has a high school diploma, 28.5 percent have had “some 
college” or received an associate degree, and about 27 percent have 
received a bachelor’s or higher degree (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
February 1999b). 
On the eve of the millennium, our nation witnesses the longest run- 
ning expansion of the economy in its history (Hershey, 1999; Uchitelle, 
1999a, 1999b). More people are working than ever before, household in- 
come has climbed after remaining “flat” for most of the 199Os, the United 
States leads the world in the production of goods and services, consumer 
confidence is high, and poverty rates have declined. Selected indicators 
of social and economic well being for the principal racial and ethnic groups 
are examined below to determine whether all Americans have benefitted 
equally from these developments-i.e., does the “rising tide” carry every- 
one along? 
CONTRIBUTION TO OURNATIONOF IMMIGRATION 
Immigration has had major effects on the demographic composition 
of the nation, notably on the size of the foreign-born and “non-White” 
populations, number of interracial marriages, and the age distribution of 
the population (Gibson & Lennon, 1999). The immigrant share of the 
population has always been a function of immigration policy. 
The Immigration and Naturalization Act of 1924 established perma- 
nent quotas on immigration and preferences for country of origin for 
immigrants from northern and western Europe, and the relative share of 
the population contributed by immigration decreased dramatically over 
the next several decades (Espenshade et al., 1996-97, p. 3). The 1965 Im- 
migration and Nationality Act Amendments changed the rules for entry, 
including preferences, scope, magnitude, and country of origin, subse- 
quently altering the size of the native and foreign-born stock, diversity 
and heterogeneity of the U.S. population, and geographic distribution of 
immigrants (Espenshade et al., 1996-97, p. 3). Among the most important 
changes made by these amendments were the family unification policy 
and elimination of national and ethnic group quotas. Education, skills, 
and national origin no longer determine whether people “get to pursue 
the American dream” (Nasar, 1999, p. BU6). 
CHANGESBETWEEN1970 AND 1990 
At the time of the 1970 census, about 83 percent of the population 
was classified as non-Hispanic White; 11percent Black/African-American; 
about 5 percent Hispanic; under 1percent Asian; and .4 percent Ameri- 
can Indian (Passel & Edmonston, 1994, p. 43). Twenty years later, the 
1990 census enumerated a population classified as about 75 percent non- 
Hispanic White; 12 percent Black/African-American; 9 percent Hispanic; 
2.9 percent Asian; and under 1 percent American Indian. 
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Between 1970 and 1990, the foreign-born stock increased from 4.7 
percent to 7.9 percent of the population, about 9.6 million to almost 20 
million people (Gibson & Lennon, 1999). By 1996, the foreign-born popu- 
lation was estimated to be 24.4 million people. Although the White for- 
eign born remained about 5 percent of the population, immigration that 
originated in Latin America and Asia contributed to very large changes in 
the racial and ethnic composition of the foreign-born population. 
Persons of Hispanic origin increased from about 20 to nearly 36 per- 
cent of the total foreign born population between 1970 and 1990. By 1996, 
about 11million Hispanics constituted more than 44 percent of the for- 
eign-born and about 38 percent of the total Hispanic population (US .  
Bureau of the Census, September 1998b, p. 45). Based on the 1990 cen- 
sus, Passel and Edmondston (1994, p. 52) calculated that almost two-thirds 
of the 1990 Hispanic population consisted of either immigrants who came 
to the United States since 1950 or were descendants of those immigrants. 
In 1990, Mexicans constituted the largest group, followed by persons of 
Puerto Rican and Cuban origin (US.  Bureau of the Census, September 
1999m). 
Chinese, Japanese, and Korean constituted the largest Asian groups 
(46 percent), joined by Thai, Cambodians, Hmong, and Laotians (total- 
ing about 8 percent) ( U S .  Bureau of the Census, September 1993, p. 2). 
The Asian population increased from nearly 6 percent in 1970 to about 
23 percent in 1990 of the foreign-born population. Blacks, many originat- 
ing from the Caribbean and Africa, increased from 1to 5 percent of the 
foreign-born population. “Races other than White” accounted for about 
38 percent in the 1990 census, up from nearly 28 percent in 1970. 
According to the 1990 census, 75 percent of the immigrant popula- 
tion is concentrated in only seven states with one-third of them living in 
California and residing “overwhelmingly” in urban areas (Espenshade et 
al., 1996-97, p. 3). About half of them live in only seven metropolitan 
areas: Houston, Los Angeles, New York, San Francisco, Miami, Chicago, 
and Washington, DC. 
Immigration between the 1960s and 1980s contributed to modifymg 
the composition of interracial marriages (U.S. Bureau of the Census, June 
1998a, June 1998~).  The 1970 census recorded about .7 percent of the 
total number of married couples and, in 1990, interracial marriages ac- 
counted for 2.7 percent of married couples, a nearly four-fold increase. 
By 1998, estimates indicate a more than 13 percent increase in interracial 
marriages with most of the interracial marriages between Whites and races 
other than African-Americans (U.S. Bureau of the Census, January 1999a). 
The number of children in interracial families also increased, and by 1990 
represented about 4 percent of the more than 47 million children, a four-
fold increase from 1970 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, June 19980. 
Immigration also contributed to changes in the age structure of the 
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population. On the whole, the immigrant population is younger and with 
higher fertility rates than the native-born population. As immigration has 
rendered major changes in the demographic composition of our nation, 
it has also had significant effects on the services that institutions provide, 
“taxing some city resources like already overcrowded school systems” 
(Sachs, 1999, p. A24). Now, for example, the New York City public school 
system accommodates children of 196 different nationalities 
(Sachs, 1999, p. A24). Hollywood High School in Los Angeles records 
thirty-two different languages spoken by its student body (Swerdlow, 1999, 
p. 16). Immigration has also contributed to a growth in public library use, 
especially in major urban centers, making them the “busiest libraries” in 
the nation and leading to revisions in collection development policies 
(Toy, 1998, p. 30). 
Although the U S .  statistical system does not collect data on religious 
affiliation, anecdotal evidence describes how immigration has also ex- 
panded the religious pluralism of the United States and transformed neigh- 
borhood religious life. For example, one block in Flushing, Queens in 
NewYork City-a microcosm of the world and probably the most hetero- 
geneous small geographic area in the United States-is representative of 
a reality shared throughout the major urban centers of our country 
(Sengupta, 1999). Old Jewish synagogues share the neighborhood with 
Islamic mosques, Buddhist and Hindu temples, a Chinese evangelical 
church, a Sikh gurdwara, an African Methodist Episcopal parish church, 
and a Korean American Presbyterian church. 
ECONOMICEFFECTSOF IMMIGRATION 
Immigration continues to provoke controversy and disagreements 
among thoughtful and well-informed people just as it did at the begin- 
ning of the twentieth century, about its contribution to our nation’s eco- 
nomic well-being. Have immigrants contributed to the two decades of pros- 
perity that the United States has experienced, or have they been respon- 
sible for the nearly stagnant wages that most Americans have experienced 
and also for the growing disparity between the have’s and the have-nots? 
(Nasar, 1999). Have immigrants depressed opportunity and pay for the 
most disadvantaged, displacing African-Americans and other native-born 
at the lowest rungs of the economic ladder because they are willing to 
work hard for lower wages? (Borjas, 1999). Do immigrants create a bur- 
den that is shouldered by the native-born population because they have 
fewer years of schooling and fewer skills than the average native-born 
American? (Borjas, 1999). Or does the youthfulness of the immigrant 
population benefit the United States by reducing the effects of an aging 
work force? 
These were some of the questions that the National Academy of Sci- 
ences Panel on the Demographic and Economic Impacts of Immigration 
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considered in its deliberations during the mid-1990s (Smith &Edmonston, 
1997). The panel concluded that there was a “wage gap between foreign- 
and native-born workers,” but that “immigration has had a relatively small 
adverse impact on the wage and employment opportunities of competing 
native groups. . . [and] is dispersed throughout the United States” (p. 7). 
Most affected by immigration were the immigrants themselves (p. 7).Yes, 
there is a wage gap, and immigration “has played some role in explaining 
the declining wages of high school dropouts, but it has played little part in 
the expanding wage inequality for any other group of native workers” 
(p. 7). Below is a very short discussion of the differences in the economic 
well-being of our foreign- and native-born populations. 
PROJECTIONSOF THE DEMOGRAPHIC 
COMPOSITION STATESOF THE UNITED 
Population projections are critical for developing sound public policy 
to meet the needs of our citizens. For example, we need to have a good 
estimate of the ratio of children and the elderly population to the work- 
ing population because it is the latter that provides the financial support 
taxes for social, educational, library, medical insurance, and other pro- 
grams. 
Demographic tools are remarkable for their quality; nevertheless, it is 
still necessary to issue a caveat about the estimates and projections that 
are provided here. Projections are always subject to error. They are based 
on the best information that demographers have for the past and a set of 
assumptions about people’s behavior. We know, however, that people do 
not always behave in the future as they have in the past. Thus, demo- 
graphic projections are continually reassessed as new information becomes 
available, which will occur after the 2000 census. 
The cumulative effects of births, deaths, net immigration, and in- 
terracial marriage are significant for the future racial and ethnic com- 
position and age distribution of American society. The population is pro- 
jected to be more than 310 million shortly after 2010 and nearly 400 
million by 2050, and older than it is now ( U S .  Bureau of the Census, 
February 1996a, p. 7). The forecast is that the United States will become 
a “nation of minorities,” and no particular racial or ethnic group will 
dominate. 
Table 1shows the projected population change by racial and ethnic 
groups between 1995 and 2050. The Hispanic-origin population growth 
between 1995 and 2050 is projected to be close to 260 percent, while the 
Asian population growth during the same period is nearly 270 percent. In 
contrast, the White population is projected to experience only a 35 per- 
cent change, while the Black population, about an 83 percent change 
over the fifty-five years, and the American Indian population, a 95 per-
cent change. 
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The White-Not-of-Hispanic origin will decline in size from an esti- 
mated 75.6 percent in 1990 to slightly more than 50 percent in 2050 but 
after 2030 would “contribute nothing in size to population growth” (U.S. 
Bureau of the Census, Februrary 1996a, p. 14). Growth in the total White 
population after 2040 will be entirely due to White Hispanics and in the 
American Indian population due nearly all to natural increases (US.  Bu-
reau of the Census, February 1996a, p. 15). If current levels of interracial 
marriage continue, the proportion of the population of multiple ancestry 
will increase, “adding complexity and ambiguity to ethnic definitions . . . 
and blurring ethnic and racial” identity (Smith & Edmonston, 1997, p. 4). 
Birth trends also indicate significant age distributional changes in 
the total population. The White population will experience a decrease 
from about 78 to about 71 percent between 1995 and 2050. Slight increases 
from 17to about 19 percent are projected for the African-American popu- 
lation. There will be a slight increase from 1to 1.3 percent for the Ameri- 
can Indian population. The most dramatic increase will be in the Spanish- 
speaking and Asian populations, more than tripling by 2050 (U.S. Bureau 
of the Census, February 1996a, p. 20). The Asian population is projected 
to grow from 4.1 to 7.6 percent. The Hispanic origin population will grow 
from 15.6 to nearly 33 percent. 
AGESTRUCTURE 
A growing proportion of the population will be elderly because of the 
maturing of the baby-boom cohort and “sharp declines in mortality at the 
adult and older ages in the recent past and the prospect of continuing low 
mortality” (US.Administration on Aging, February 1999, p. 4). Aging will 
be significant for the White population, now the oldest population group 
(median age 33.8 years) and projected to comprise the oldest group (me- 
dian age nearly 40 years). The Hispanic-origin population, currently the 
youngest (median age 25.4), is projected to have a median age of 31 years 
by 2050. The median age of the African-American population will increase 
from 28 years in 1990 to nearly 33 years in 2050, and the American Indian 
population, from 26 years in 1990 to 31.6 in 2050. 
According to Census Bureau projections, the elementary and high 
school population in the range 5 to 1’7years will increase from an estimated 
45.3 million in 1990, to 52.5 million in 2010, and to nearly 70 million by 
2050 (US. Bureau of the Census, February 1996a, p. 9). This school age 
cohort will account for under 20 percent ofthe total population for each of 
the decades between 1990 and 2050. The college age 18 to 24 year old 
cohort will account for about 10 percent of the total population between 
1990 and 2050. Asian and Hispanic families will contribute a larger percent- 
age of children to the school systems than the other racial and ethnic groups. 
It is, however, the 45 to 64 years and 65 years and older cohorts where 
large population increases are projected. By 2020, 45 to 64 year old co- 
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horts will account for one-quarter of the total population, decreasing in 
size to about one-fifth by 2050. The population aged 65t years will in- 
crease from an estimated 31.2 million in 1990 to a projected 47.8 million 
in 2020 and to a projected 85.5 million in 2050. The elderly population 
will more than double in size in absolute numbers between the 1990s and 
2050, accounting for about one-fifth of the population beginning in 2030. 
The large projected growth of the very old, 85 years and older, is of par- 
ticular concern to policy makers. 
The “racial and ethnic composition of the elderly population is ex- 
pected to change profoundly in the next 50 years” (U.S. Administration 
on Aging, 1999, p. 5) .  Projections indicate a growth from 4.5 percent in 
1995 to 17.5 percent in 2050 for the Hispanic elderly population. The 
proportion of the elderly in the Hispanic, Black, and “Other Races” popu- 
lations are “also expected to increase,” but the “proportion of Whites in the 
elderly population will decrease from 90 to 82 percent” (p. 6).The “shift is 
even greater for the non-Hispanic White population, from 85 to 66 per-
cent” (p. 6).  What this means is “that in 2050 about one-third of the eld- 
erly population would be Black, Hispanic, or in the ‘Other Races’ cat- 
egory” (p. 6).  
CORRELATES OF ECONOMICAND PREDICTORS 
SECURITYAND WELL-BEING 
We live our lives in networks of social relations-families, friends, 
churches, schools, voluntary organizations, neighborhoods, and commu- 
nities-that are responsible for, and contribute to, our well-being. Eco- 
nomic security of the household is essential for a host of quality of life 
issues, and family circumstances matter greatly, particularly parental in- 
come as a proxy for parental earnings capacity and educational attain- 
ment and as a predictor of exposure to the national information infra- 
structure. The well-being of families also affects the well-being of soci- 
e ty. 
Over the last fifty years, the United States has experienced growing 
income inequality due, in part, to changes in the composition of house- 
holds and changing labor market conditions (Weinberg, 1996).There is 
concentrated advantage at the same time that there is concentrated dis- 
advantage. Affluence is growing at the same time that many people expe- 
rience poverty, and more people than ever do not have health insurance 
or adequate medical care. 
The United States has seen large changes in living arrangements- 
no longer the “traditional” family of husband and wife but a shift to more 
single-parent households that “typically have lower incomes” (Weinberg, 
1996, p. 4) .There are also increased demands for highly skilled and well- 
educated college graduates but fewer opportunities for low-skilled and 
low-educated workers. 
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Economic well-being is differentially distributed among the racial and 
Spanish-speaking populations. The “Digital Age” has made more visible 
the fault lines of our society (Mueller & Schement, 1996; US.  Depart-
ment of Commerce, 1995,1997, 1999). 
HOUSEHOLD, FAMILY, AND PERCAPITAINCOME 
Household income has risen significantly over the last decades prin- 
cipally because women joined the labor force in ever increasing numbers. 
In recent years, the nation has seen an increase in the median income of 
households (U.S. Bureau of the Census, September 1999m).’ Even as in- 
come has risen, however, there remain large differences among the prin- 
cipal racial and Hispanic-origin groups (U.S. Bureau of the Census, March 
1998). 
In 1997, about 45 percent of the Asian population, in contrast to 40 
percent of the White Non-Hispanic origin population, has a household in- 
come of $50,000 and higher (see Table 2). Data collected in March 1998 
indicate that nearly 50 percent of the Hispanic and African-American house- 
holds have incomes below $25,000 in contrast to about 30 percent ofWhite 
households. About 20 percent of the Hispanic origin and about 24 percent 
of African-American populations are at or below the poverty line. 
Household, family, and per capita median incomes in 1998 differ sig- 
nificantly among racial and Spanish-speaking groups (Table 3). African- 
Americans and Hispanic origin (all races) populations have much lower 
household median incomes than the Asian and Non-Hispanic White 
groups. It is important to recognize, however, that the higher API house-
hold income masks the fact that their household size is larger than the 
other racial groups (U.S. Bureau of the Census, July 1999i); thus, a better 
estimate of economic well-being for the Asian population is its per capita 
median income of $18,700, which is below the Non-Hispanic White popu- 
lation median per capita income. The Non-Hispanic White population is 
nearly double the per capita income of the Hispanic-origin (all races): 
$22,952 to $11,434. These large differences in family income across racial 
groups have not changed over the last forty years (US.  Department of 
Education, 1996a, p. 45). 
ROLEOF THE FAMILY 
The social context of the family is essential for ensuring the economic 
well-being of children. Family resources contribute to the cognitive and 
social development of the child (Gamoran et al., 1999). The presence of 
two-parent family households is critical because children who live in two-
parent families experience significantly lower levels of poverty than chil- 
dren in female-headed families with no husband present. 
Economic security depends on having wage earners in the family in 
order to meet basic needs, pay bills (such as rent or a mortgage), and 
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obtain medical care. Income provides choices about the neighborhoods 
where families will reside, and the affluence of neighborhoods and the 
surrounding community appear “instrumental in allowing many 
neighborhoods to achieve an efficacious environment” for meeting 
children’s needs (Sampson et al., 1999, p. 656) .z The key to ensuring eco- 
nomic security and well-being is parental educational attainment. 
LIVINGARRANGEMENTS 
Table 4describes the difference that family structure and the age of 
the head of household make in terms of income in 1998 for all racial and 
Hispanic origin populations. Female-headed households make up about 
45 percent of African-American and about 24 percent of Hispanic-origin 
families in contrast to about 11.6 percent for Asian families and 15 per- 
cent for White families. 
Among all races, married couple families are significantly better off 
than single parent families, and male-headed families fare significantly 
better than female-headed ones. The median income for married couple 
families is $54,276; for male-headed families, $39,414; and for female- 
headed families, $24,303. These income differences are even greater 
when disaggregated by racial groups. Although Asian families have a 
higher median income than all other groups, there remains a signifi- 
cant difference in family median income between married couples 
($55,864) and female-headed households ($30,303). White married 
couples have a median family income of $54,736, but the median in- 
come of female-headed Black and Hispanic-origin families is under 
$17,000. 
The presence of children under 18influences economic well-being. 
Families with children have more difficulty meeting basic needs than adults 
60 and older (Bauman, 1999, p. 3).All families experience less economic 
securitywhen children are under 18.Of all families in 1997,lO percent- 
but only 5 percent of all married couples-with or without children under 
18years of age, had incomes below the poverty line (US.  Bureau of the 
Census, 1998a). Families with children under 18are, however, poorer (16 
percent for all races, 7 percent for married couples). 
PRESENCEOF WAGEEARNERS 
The key to economic security is the family wage earner. Here, too, 
racial group differences are visible (U.S.Bureau of the Census, Septem- 
ber 1999b, pp. 1416). In 1998, White families with no earners have a 
median income of $22,672; with one earner, $34,486; and with two or 
more earners, $62, 695. The median income for Black families with no 
earners is $9,422; one wage earner, $20,524; and two or more wage earn- 
ers, $51,737. Hispanic-origin families have similar median income with no 
wage earners ($9,574) and one wage earner ($20,548), but have 
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significantly less ($42,679) than Black families. Of Asian families, 20 per- 
cent have three or more wage earners in the family compared to the na- 
tional average of 13 percent (U.S. Bureau of the Census, September 1993, 
p. 8; U.S. Bureau of the Census, July 19991). 
LIVINGIN POVERTY3 
The experience of poverty is a significant stressor in the life of all 
family members but especially its children. Children whose families live in 
poverty experience more low birth weight births, higher infant mortality 
in the first year of life, lower rates of vaccination, and debilitating chronic 
conditions that limit activities (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum, 1998a). 
Growing up in poverty means that children are less likely to graduate from 
high school, more likely to be a teenage mother, and even less likely to 
continue education beyond secondary school. 
There are significant differences among the racial and ethnic groups 
who live in poverty, and the effects of family structure and number of 
children under 18years of age persist. Again, an intact family significantly 
reduces the risk of falling into poverty. Somewhat more than 8 percent of 
all White families with or without children under 18experienced poverty 
in 1997, whereas the percentage of White married couples was under 5 
percent. Of Black married couple families, 8 percent-but 30 percent with 
children under 18-were poor. Nearly 27 percent of Hispanic families live 
in poverty, but even Hispanic married couples experience high rates of 
poverty (17.4 percent). 
Female-headed family households with children under 18 years of 
age experience high rates of poverty, and the racial group differences are 
large. Nearly 38 percent of White, 47 percent of Black, and 54 percent of 
Hispanic-origin female-headed families are poor. 
The poverty of Hispanic families and married couples increases if 
children are under 18: 30.4 percent and 21 percent, respectively. The 
incidence of poverty in the Hispanic population vanes considerably by 
place of origin, however: Cuban children are far less likely to experience 
extreme poverty than Puerto Rican and Mexican children (U.S. Adminis-
tration for Children and Families, 1999, p. 63). 
Educational attainment of the household head is key to whether fami- 
lies are at risk for falling into poverty. Years of schooling is highly related 
to future labor market and earnings success. Families whose household 
head is not a high school graduate are more than twice as likely to live in 
poverty than families whose household head is a high school graduate 
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, October 199%). In 1997, more than 26 per- 
cent of family heads 15years and older who are not high school graduates 
live below the poverty level. In contrast, 11.4 percent of high school gradu- 
ates and 2.4 percent with a bachelor's degree or more, live below the pov- 
erty level. 
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There are large poverty status and educational attainment differ- 
ences between the Asian Pacific Islander and White populations. OfAsian 
Pacific Islander family heads without a high school degree, 30 percent 
reside in poverty, but only 16 percent of White family heads live in pov- 
erty. These marked racial group differences remain, even for high school 
and college graduates: household heads with a high school diploma, 
14.6 (Asian Pacific Islander) and 7.5 percent (White); and with at least a 
bachelor’s degree, 6.0 (Asian Pacific Islander) and 1.8percent (White). 
HOUSEHOLD AND FOREIGN-BORNINCOMEOF THE NATIVE-
U.S. society also sees differences in median household income be- 
tween the native born ($39,677) and foreign born ($32,962) (U.S. Bu-
reau of the Census, September 1999m). More striking, however, is the 
income differential between the naturalized and unnaturalized foreign- 
born populations ($41,028 and $28,278respectively). 
Recent arrivals come from poorer countries “where the average edu- 
cation and wage and skill levels are far below those in the United States” 
(Smith & Edmonston, 1997, p. 7’). The recently arrived immigrants and 
those from Latin America earn the lowest wages. The wage gap between 
the newly arrived and those who have been here longer “closes signifi- 
cantly for entrants from Western Europe and Asia, somewhat for others, 
but not at all for those from Mexico” (p. 8). 
These large household income differences also have fiscal impacts 
on the nation and on individual states with large numbers of immigrant 
households like New Jersey, California, Texas, and Florida. Taxes pay for 
government services and, at the beginning, immigrants contribute less 
revenue than the native born and also have larger families. 
First- and second-generation children “experience somewhat higher 
poverty rates, overall, than third- and later-generation children, but the 
differences [for most children] are concentrated in the first generation” 
(US.  Administration for Children and Families, 1999, p. 426). Twelve 
countries of origin account for nearly half the children of immigrant chil- 
dren who live in poverty, and two-thirds of these children are of Mexican 
rig in.^ 
The traditional assimilationist model of immigrant incorporation has 
assumed that subsequent generations of immigrants are gradually absorbed 
into the dominant society, as achievement norms are inculcated by the 
second generation. This has not occurred with Hispanic and Latino immi- 
grant groups. Not only is the recent Hispanic and Latino immigrant popu- 
lation on the whole poorer and less literate than other immigrant groups 
but, even after two or three generations, their educational attainment 
remains lower than other immigrant groups. The generational status of 
children and adults is also related to various educational outcomes, and 
its effect is most visibly seen in the educational and occupational differ- 
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ences of parents and children and between immigrants and the native 
born (U.S. Department of Education, 1998a). 
EDUCATIONAL OF WELL-BEINGINDICATORS 
The most significant predictors of economic well-being are related to 
education-literacy or a home environment where parents read to chil- 
dren; educational attainment of both parents and children; years of school- 
ing; and English fluency. Comparative educational advantage is a func- 
tion of family background. Future labor market and earnings success de- 
pends on years of schooling. Investing in our children also means that the 
community provides adequate educational resources to ensure successful 
outcomes. Racial and Hispanic origin differences persist. 
Contribution of the Family to Literacy Activities, Schooling, 
and Educational Attainment 
Parental involvement in the educational experiences of their chil- 
dren is known to have positive effects on student achievement and success 
in school (U.S.Department of Education, 1998i). Their involvement can 
mitigate the negative influences of the environment (U.S.Department of 
Education, 1999d). 
Participation in literacy activities, achievement in elementary and sec- 
ondary school, high school completion, and attendance at a four-year col- 
lege are related to parental educational attainment, income, and race/ 
ethnic background (Hauser et al., 1997; U.S. Department of Education, 
1998c). Computer ownership, for example, is highly correlated with fam- 
ily income and educational attainment (Department of Commerce, 1995, 
1997,1999). Coming from a family whose parents did not complete high 
school-families at risk for low income and lower employment opportuni- 
ties-greatly reduces the probability that parents engage in literacy activi- 
ties with their children and that their children will complete high school, 
do well enough in high school to qualify for admission to college, or at- 
tend and complete college. 
Early Literacy Experiences In and Outside the Home 
Parental literacy is essential for children’s success in school. Chil- 
dren who improve their literacy do better in school and increase their 
chances for graduating from high school. Data collected from the 1996 
National Household Education Survey indicate that Hispanic and Black 
children ages 3 to 5 are less likely than White, non-Hispanic children to 
be read to by a family member “every day” (U.S. Federal Interagency 
Forum, 1998c). Even when the data are calculated for “three or more 
times in the past week for all races, the percentage of children who are 
read to increases but the differences among the racial and ethnic groups 
remain: 65 percent Hispanic, 76 percent Black, and 89 percent White, 
respectively. 
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As part of the assessment of early childhood literacy activities, the 
National Center for Education Statistics also collects information on 
whether or not children “visited a library in the past month.” Overall, only 
39 percent of children of all races (includes the Asian population) and 
ethnic groups frequented libraries in 1996; however, there are differences 
among the Hispanic, Black, and White populations (US.  Department of 
Education, 1999a). Only 26 percent of Hispanic children visited a library 
in contrast to 34 percent of Black children and nearly 43 percent of White 
children. 
Black young children are much more likely (63 percent) than White 
non-Hispanic (54 percent), and significantly more than Hispanic (37 per-
cent) children to be enrolled in center-based programs (US.  Federal In- 
teragency Forum, 1998~).  However, Hispanic children under the age of 6 
(not yet entered kindergarten) participate much more (54 percent) than 
White non-Hispanic (38 percent) and Black non-Hispanic (38 percent) 
children in child care and early education programs on a regular basis 
(US.  Federal Interagency Forum, 1998d). 
Reading to young children and visiting a library are highly correlated 
with parental or mother’s education (US .  Department of Education, 
1999d;U.S. Federal Interagency Forum, 1998~).  For example, in 1995,59 
percent of parents with less than a high school diploma and 90 percent 
with a bachelor’s degree read to their children ages 3 to 5 three or more 
times a week. Only 19 percent of parents with less than a high school 
diploma visited a library during the previous month, and 30 percent of 
those with a high school diploma. The percentage of library visits rises for 
parents with a bachelor’s degree (52 percent) and a graduate or profes- 
sional degree (60 percent). Similar differences in mother’s educational 
attainment are also observed in the number who read every day to chil- 
dren 6 to 12 years: 37 percent with less than a high school education; 49 
percent have a high school or GED; 62 percent have a vocational/techni- 
cal schooling or some college; and 77 percent are college graduates. His- 
panic (all races) children who are “told a story at least once in the past 
week” increases to 79 percent for mothers with a college education (U. S. 
Department of Education, 1999~) .  
PARENTALEDUCATIONALATTAINMENT, 
EMPLOYMENT, AND INCOME 
Overall, there are significant improvements in two of the three family 
characteristics that strongly predict children’s school completion rates (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1998e). The educational attainment of par- 
ents with children ages 6 to 12 years old increased substantially between 
1972 and 1997 from 66 to 84 percent of mothers having completed at 
least high school (US.  Department of Education, 1999~).  Fathers also 
experienced similar gains in educational attainment. 
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Between 1972 and 1997, attainment of a high school education for 
White mothers with children age 15 to 18years significantly declined from 
32 to 8 percent. Significant increases (from 39 to 50 percent) have been 
observed for White mothers earning a high school diploma. White moth- 
ers with “some years of college” more than doubled (11 to 29 percent) 
and nearly tripled (8 to 22 percent) for those with a bachelor’s degree 
or higher (U.S. Department of Education, 1998e). 
The decline in Black mothers with less than a high school diploma 
has been even greater, approximately 64 to 22 percent. The percentage 
of Black mothers with a high school diploma has increased approximately 
26 to 40 percent, and there has been more than a 22 percent increase 
for Black mothers with “some college.” With the exception of a 22 per- 
cent decline in mothers with less than a high school diploma, Hispanic 
mothers have not experienced the same percentage gains in educational 
attainment between 1972 and 1997: from 16 to 25 percent for a high 
school diploma, about 6 to 14 percent for some college, and 2 to 6.5 
percent for a bachelor’s degree or higher. These increases have gener- 
ally been matched by fathers, although the gains for Black and Hispanic 
fathers graduating from college are slightly greater than for Black and 
Hispanic mothers. 
Between 1972 and 1997, the percentage of employed mothers for 
children between 6 and 18years of age increased for all races by more 
than 20 percent (49 to 73 percent), but father’s employment status for all 
races declined somewhat from 92 to 89 percent (U.S. Department of Edu- 
cation, 1998e). Employment rates for mothers of 6 to 12 year olds rose 
between 1972 and 1997 from 39 to 91 percent while fathers experienced a 
slight decline from 93 to 91 percent. 
More mothers and fathers of young people ages 15 to 18 years are 
employed than ever before (U.S. Department of Education, 1999~).  White 
mothers increased their employment participation from nearly 50 to ’77 
percent; Black mothers approximately 51 to 70 percent; and Hispanic 
mothers from slightly more than 31 to 56 percent. More than 90 percent 
of White fathers and around 85 percent of Black fathers were employed 
in 1972 and 1997. However, the percentage of employed Hispanic fathers 
declined from 90 to 85 percent. 
Family income is also related to whether high school graduates are 
qualified for admission to a four year institution. Between 1992 and 1994, 
data collected from the National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988 
(NELS88) and Third Follow-up (1994) indicate that nearly half the mar- 
ginally or unqualified students came from families whose income was less 
than $25,000. In contrast, 32 percent came from middle income ($25,000- 
74,999) and only 14 percent from high income ($75,000 or more) fami- 
lies (U.S. Department of Education, 19988). 
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FLUENCYIN THE ENGLISHLANGUAGE 
Fluency in the dominant language is viewed as critical for incorpora- 
tion into the cultural, social, and economic life of the majority group. Three 
questions asked in the 1980 and 1990 censuses provide information about 
what languages are spoken in the home and how well English is spoken: 
Does this person speak a language other than English at home? What is this 
language? and, for those who spoke another language, How well does this 
person speak English-i.e., very well, well, not well, not at all? 
The 1990 census data for language use indicate that nearly 14 per- 
cent of the total U.S.population 5 years and older speaks a language other 
than English at home (see Table 5). The 1990 census records more than 
twenty-two language groups (e.g., Uralic, Romance, Scandinavian, Ger- 
manic, Slavic, Indic) represented in the foreign-born population, with more 
people speaking Indo-European, Spanish, and Chinese languages than 
other languages (U.S. Bureau of the Census, March 1999~) .  
According to Current Population Survtys, the number of children who 
spoke another language at home other than English increased from about 
40 to 66 million between 1979 and 1995 ( U S .  Federal Interagency Fo- 
rum, 1998b). Nearly 75 percent of Spanish-speaking and somewhat more 
than 45 percent of Asian children accounted for the vast majority of these 
children, with the West region of the United States experiencing the great- 
est growth. 
How well do people assess their ability to speak English? According to 
the 1990 census, 56 percent of people 5 years and older say they speak 
English “very well” and another 23 percent “well.” However, the number 
of children who had “difficulty speaking English” increased from 1.25 mil- 
lion in 1979 to 2.4 million in 1995-5 percent of the school age children 
in the United States (U.S. Federal Interagency Forum, 1998f). 
Data tabulated from the 1995 Current Population Survcy indicate that 
31 percent of Hispanic (all races) children and 14 percent of Asian and 
other origin children between the ages of 5 and 1’7years are identified as 
“having difficulty speaking English” compared with 1 percent of White 
non-Hispanic or Black non-Hispanic children (US.  Federal Interagency 
Forum, 199813,1998Q. Data tabulated directly from the 1990 census indi- 
cate that more than 40 percent of Spanish-speakers 65 years and older 
speak English “not well” or “not at all,” in contrast to about 28 percent for 
the 8 to 64 years cohort and about 15 percent for persons 5 to 17years of 
age (Robbin, 2000~).  
The Bureau of the Census constructs a measure of “linguistic isolation” 
based on how well people assess their English language fluency. A linguisti- 
cally isolated household is one in which no person 14 or older speaks En- 
glish at least very well (US.  Bureau of the Census, April 1999d). Nearly 25 
percent of people 5 years and older, 28 percent between 5 and 17years, and 
23.4 percent 18 years and over are deemed “linguistically isolated.” 
T
ab
le
 5
. 
L
an
gu
ag
e 
U
se
 a
nd
 P
er
ce
nt
ag
e 
D
is
tr
ib
ut
io
n 
of
 E
ng
lis
h 
L
an
gu
ag
e 
A
bi
lit
y 
by
 A
ge
 o
f 
Pe
rs
on
s:
 1
99
0 
C
en
su
s 
(P
er
so
ns
 in
 h
ou
se
ho
ld
s.
 B
as
ed
 o
n 
sa
m
pl
e 
da
ta
) 
~~
I 
I 
I 
Sp
ea
ks
 N
on
-E
ng
lis
h 
L
 n
gu
ag
e 
at
 H
om
e 
A
bi
lit
y 
to
 S
pe
ak
 E
ng
lis
h’
 
In
 H
ou
se
ho
ld
s 
A
ge
 o
f 
Pe
rs
on
 
T
ot
al
 
O
nl
y 
%
 
%
 
A
ll 
Sp
ea
k 
N
ot
 
N
ot
 
L
in
gu
is
tic
al
ly
 
N
on
-E
ng
lis
h 
w
el
l 
at
 a
ll 
Is
ol
at
ed
2 
L
an
gu
ag
e 
15
 
7,
74
1,
25
9 
22
,3
47
,8
38
 
w 
5 
to
 1
7 y
ea
rs
 
12
 
1,
76
3,
17
3 
4,
83
4,
63
7 
0
 5w 
16
 
5,
97
8,
08
6 
17
,5
13
,2
01
 
\
 
To
ta
l 
46
0,
89
1,
55
4 
39
7,
20
1,
59
6 
65
,6
89
,9
58
 
$- Is 
N
ot
e. 
Pe
rc
en
ta
ge
d 
da
ta
 s
ub
je
ct
 to
 r
ou
nd
in
g.
 T
ab
le
 s
ou
rc
es
 a
re
 U
.S
. B
ur
ea
u 
of
 t
he
 C
en
su
s,
 A
pr
il 
19
99
d,
 1
99
9e
, 1
99
9f
. 
’P
er
ce
nt
ag
es
 c
al
cu
la
te
d 
on
 To
ta
l 
of
 “
Sp
ea
ks
 N
on
-E
ng
lis
h 
L
an
gu
ag
e 
at
 H
om
e.
” 
‘A
 l
in
gu
is
tic
al
ly
 is
ol
at
ed
 h
ou
se
ho
ld
 is
 o
ne
 in
 w
hi
ch
 n
o 
pe
rs
on
 1
4 
or
 o
ld
er
 s
pe
ak
s E
ng
lis
h 
at
 le
as
t v
er
y 
w
el
l. 
32 LIBRARY TRENDS/SUMMER 2000 
These statistics mask significant differences in English fluency by na- 
tional origin and racial groups (US.  Bureau of the Census, April 1999h). 
More than 70 percent of people of German and French origin, followed 
by Italian (67 percent), Polish (63 percent), Filipino (60 percent), and 
Hispanic/Latino (52 percent) heritage speak English “very well.” The 
Spanish-speaking and Asian populations rank highest in the total number 
of people who are not fluent English language speakers. 
SCHOOLACHIEVEMENT, HIGHSCHOOLCOMPLETIONRATES, 
AND EDUCATIONALATTAINMENT 
How well our elementary and secondary students are learning has 
been assessed by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
surveys conducted since the 1970s. Overall school performance in science 
and mathematics has improved, but no gains have been made in reading 
(US .Department of Education, 1999b). Nevertheless, between 1971 and 
1988, average reading proficiency scores rose for Black students by about 
20 or more on the scale, and the gap between Black and White students 
narrowed. The narrowing of the gap has been less pronounced between 
White and Hispanic students. 
Since the late 1980s, the gap between Black and White students has 
remained about the same. White non-Hispanic students “consistently [had] 
higher reading and math scores than either Black, non-Hispanic, or His- 
panic students ages 9,13, and 17”(U.S. Federal Interagency Forum, 1998e). 
The gap between Hispanic students and White non-Hispanic students in 
the 1996 mathematics achievement scores was about the same across the 
three age groups-between 21 and 25 points lower for Hispanic children 
(U.S. Federal Interagency Forum, 19988). Hispanic 17year olds (all races) 
did somewhat better in mathematics achievement than Black non-His- 
panic students. Reading achievement scores of Hispanic children for ages 
9, 13, and 17 demonstrate a similar differential between White non-His- 
panic and Hispanic children that is consistent across all cohorts with scale 
scores that average between 26 and 29 points. 
HIGHSCHOOLCOMPLETION 
Completing high school is critical for success in the workplace and in 
becoming a fully functioning member of society. According to data col- 
lected in 1996 by the U.S. Department of Education, 5 percent of stu- 
dents who were in grades 10 through 12 had dropped out of school the 
previous year (U.S. Department of Education, 1998d). Black and Hispanic 
young people are disproportionately at risk of not graduating from high 
school because, proportionately, more Black and Hispanic young people 
come from families with lower parental education, lower income, and 
headed by single parents (US.  Department of Education, 199913). 
Black and Hispanic young people are more likely to drop out of school 
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than White teenagers. The drop out rate between 1975 and 1994 among 
persons aged 16 to 24 declined for White non-Hispanic children from 
11.4 to 7.7 percent. The Black non-Hispanic rate declined from 22.9 to 
12.6 percent. However, drop out rates for the Hispanic population show 
no decline over the two decades, remaining at about 30 percent (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1996b). 
The Black population has, however, made very large gains between 
1940 and 1996, closing the White/Black educational attainment gap at 
the high school level (U.S. Department of Education, 1998f; 1999b). High 
school completion rates have improved markedly for Black children since 
the early 1970s, with most of the improvement taking place during the 
1980s. The proportion of Black high school graduates increased from about 
8percent in 1940 to more than 74 percent in 1996, compared to the White 
high school graduate population from 26 to more than 82 percent (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1996~).  African-Americans increased their high 
school graduation rates to 86 percent in 1997 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
June 1998g). 
This progress has not been reflected in Hispanic population school 
completion rates, which have remained at about 57 percent between 1980 
(first year of data collection) and 1995. The gap between White and His- 
panic rates has not narrowed (U.S. Department of Education, 1996c, 
199913). 
Asian American students continue to demonstrate very high comple- 
tion rates. According to data collected in 1997, 90 percent of the API 
population has graduated from high school (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
October 1998j). 
HIGHEREDUCATIONENROLLMENTAND COMPLETION 
More than 85 percent of parents expect that their children will “at 
least acquire some education beyond high school [and] . . . nearly 60 
percent expect that their children will at kust finish college” (Carbonaro, 
1999, p. 653; italics in the original). Are high achievement norms and 
expectations of the home environment consistent with the reality of col- 
lege completion and educational attainment? 
The Condition of Education 1998 reports that “about half of the Black 
and Hispanic high school graduates were qualified for college admission, 
and Asian and Pacific Islanders, 73 percent, while 68 percent of White 
high school graduates were qualified” (U.S. Department of Education, 
19988; see also Chronicle of Higher Education, 1998a, 199%). Neverthe- 
less, students of all races and ethnic groups who are academically pre- 
pared enroll in college at the same rates (U.S. Department of Education, 
19998). Once African-American and Hispanic high school students gradu- 
ate from high school, differences between the two population groups dis- 
appear. 
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Minority students now make up about 25 percent of all students en- 
rolled in colleges and universities. This reflects an increase of 10 percent 
between 1976 and 1996 (US.  Department of Education, 1998i). Most of 
this increase is due to enrollment growth in the Hispanic and Asian 
populations. American Indian students increased their enrollments by 81 
percent; Asian students, 319 percent; Black students, 46 percent; Hispanic 
students, 204 percent; and White students, 13 percent (Chronicle of Higher 
Education, 1999a). 
For the ten year period between 1987 and 1997, Black high school 
graduates increased their enrollment in college by nearly 10 percent, His- 
panic students by 7.5 percent, and White students by8.7 percent (Chronicle 
of Higher Education, 199913). Black students now make up the majority of 
minority students enrolled in colleges and universities, accounting for 10 
percent of the total enrollment, and Hispanic and Asian populations for 8 
and 6 percent, respectively. At the same time that minority student enroll- 
ments have climbed, White student enrollments have climbed even faster, 
widening even further the gap in educational attainment between White 
and minority populations ( U S .  Department of Education, 1999e). 
About 68 percent of White students and 54 percent of Black and His- 
panic students complete “some college” ( U S .  Department of Education, 
1999g; 1999i). Bachelor degree or higher completion rates for the 25 to 
29 year olds in 1997 are similar for African-Americans (16 percent) and 
Hispanic (18 percent) students; and 35 percent of White students gradu- 
ate with a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Department of Education, 1998h). Of 
the Asian population 25 years and older, 42 percent has a bachelor’s de- 
gree or higher (US .  Bureau of the Census, October 1998j). 
Another measure of persistence toward degree completion is reflected 
in the number of degrees conferred by U.S. colleges and universities. White 
students account for nearly 75 percent of all degrees awarded; Hispanic 
and API students, 5 percent; American Indian students, .6 percent; and 
African-American students, 7.5 percent in 1993-94 and 1995-96 (Chronicle 
of Higher Education, 1999c, 1999d). 
Asian American and Hispanic students experienced the greatest growth 
in the number of degrees conferred between 1993-94 and 1995-96, about 
14percent. Asian Americans and Hispanic students experienced very large 
increases in Associate degrees (21.4 percent and 15.4 percent, respectively), 
bachelor’s degrees (about 13 percent), and master’s degrees (12.5 percent 
and 14.7 percent, respectively). Asian and Hispanic students received around 
14 percent more professional degrees over the period. The number of doc- 
torates received by Asian American students increased 23.1 percent. 
Overall, the number of degrees awarded to African-American and 
American Indian groups increased 8.5 and 9.0 percent, respectively. Ameri- 
can Indian students received 14 percent more doctoral and 22 percent 
more professional degrees over the period. Black students saw increases 
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of about 12 percent for master’s and doctoral degrees. White students saw 
an overall decline of 4.2 percent and a 9.4 percent decrease in the num- 
ber of bachelor’s degrees awarded. 
Although the number of professional degrees awarded to minorities 
has increased, very few translate into library school degrees (Association 
for Library and Information Science Education, 1998). Minority popula- 
tions constitute a very small percentage of public, school, and academic 
librarians, well below their share of the total population; the White popu- 
lation accounts for nearly 87 percent of academic and public librarians 
according to the 1998 ALA Survey of Librarian Salaries (American Library 
Association, 1998a). 
OURNATIONAL AND LIBRARIESINVESTMENTIN EDUCATION 
Education is the principal vehicle for equalizing opportunity. Our 
commitment is measured by various indexes that reflect how much our 
nation spends to educate our children and to provide access to educa- 
tional resources through the public school system and public libraries. 
The United States spent 3.5 percent of its gross national product 
(GNP) on primary and secondary education and 1.1 percent on higher 
education in 1995, a smaller percentage than what the nation spent dur- 
ing the early- to mid-1970s (U.S. Department of Education, 1999e). The 
Digest of Education Statistics 1998 reports Fiscal Year 1998 estimates for 
funding for elementary and secondary education at $37 billion; 
postsecondary education at $16 billion; research at universities and re- 
lated institutions at $17 billion; and other programs at $5.2 billion (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1991). Libraries, museums, and federal institu- 
tions received 14 percent of the total federal support for education in FY 
1998 (U.S.Department of Education, 1999e) .6 
K-12 AND HIGHEREDUCATION 
Per pupil expenditures for elementary and secondary education in- 
creased slightly between the 1989-90 and 1995-96 school years from $6,700 
to nearly $6,900, but the amount spent on each student varies consider- 
ably by the wealth of the school district (U.S. Department of Education, 
1999h). Wealthier school districts, whose median household income was 
$35,000 or more, spent about $7,500 for each pupil. In contrast, school 
districts whose median household income was less than $20,000 expended 
$6,000 per pupil. 
Public school spending also varies by the size of the minority popula- 
tion in the district (US. Department of Education, 1998j).’ In the 1993- 
94 school year, districts with low minority enrollments spent on average 
$500 less per pupil than districts with high minority enrollment (Table 6) .  
As a percentage of total per pupil expenditures, those districts with 50 
percent or more minority populations spend considerably less on capital 
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outlays than school districts where the minority enrollment is between 5 
and 49 percent; about the same for “other services” than districts of less 
than 5 percent but considerably more than districts between 5 and 49 
percent minority enrollment. 
The difference in capital outlay expenditures between low and high 
minority population school districts suggests lower spending for infor- 
mation technology by districts with high minority populations. This is 
confirmed by the U.S. Department of Education and market research 
firms. Data collected by the U.S. Department of Education (1995a, 1996a, 
1998d) since the early 1990s show that Internet access is correlated with 
income and minority population enrollment, and the lower the income 
and higher the minority population, the lower the access to information 
technology. 
The November 1999 survey conducted by Market Data Retrieval, a 
unit of Dun 8c Bradstreet Corporation that specializes in the education 
market, found that “schools located in areas with high poverty rates and a 
high percentage of minority students are less likely to have up-to-date 
technology than others” (Mendels, 1999, p. 2). More than 90 percent of 
schools in the wealthiest communities, but 84 percent in the poorest ar- 
eas, have Internet access. 
Nevertheless, considerable progress has been made between 1995 and 
1998. In 1995,31 percent of high poverty school districts had access to the 
Internet in contrast to 82 percent in districts with very low poverty (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1999k).s By 1998, most of these differences 
disappeared, and connections to the Internet increased to 89 percent (US. 
Department of Education, 1998k; 1999j). Still, “schools with high poverty 
were slightly less likely to have Internet access than schools in lower pov- 
erty districts” (US.  Department of Education, 1999j). 
Other indicators, however, show the distance that we must go to 
achieve equal educational opportunity through our school system. Access 
to the Internet is unequally distributed inside schools where education 
takes place. High minority enrollment districts have a lower percentage 
of instructional room access, a lower ratio of students to instructional com- 
puters, and fewer information technology resources available in a school 
media center or library (US.  Department of Education, 1997). The Na- 
tional Center for Education Statistics (U.S. Department of Education, 
1998k) reports that, in 1998, public schools with 50 percent or more mi- 
nority enrollment had Internet access in 3’7 percent of instructional rooms 
in contrast to schools with lower minority enrollment (between 52 and 59 
percent with Internet access) .g 
There are also racial differences in information technology use in higher 
education. Hoffman and Novak (1999, p. 3) report that more than 90 per- 
cent of private college freshmen used the Internet for research, but only 78 
percent of students entering public Black colleges report doing so. About 
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80 percent of private college freshmen report using e-mail regularly, while 
42 percent of Black public college students do. Novak and Hoffman also 
found that “access translates into usage” and that “White students were more 
likely than Black students to use the Web and were more likely to have used 
the Web at locations other than home, work or school” (p. 2 ) .  
PUBLICLIBRARIES 
Can public libraries mitigate the effects of existing inequity and in- 
equality?A 1998 survey of connectivity in public libraries found that about 
20 percent of all libraries are located in rural and urban poverty areas, but 
that public access to the Internet “is about equal in poverty and non-pov- 
erty areas” (about 73 percent) (American Library Association, 1998b, p. 
3; Bertot & McClure, 1998). More libraries located in “extreme poverty” 
areas do, however, offer Internet access (79 percent) . I ”  
But are these libraries accessible to people in poverty? Work by Jue 
(1999) and his colleagues is instructive in this regard, although they cau- 
tion that their sample is based on the 1990 decennial census and their con- 
clusions are subject to a variety of caveats. They find that public library 
outlets are “disproportionately located in low poverty/middle class census 
tracts and may be inaccessible to potential library users in poverty” (p. 313). 
More people in poverty are not being served in the western than in the 
eastern part of the United States (13 percent versus 6.7 percent) (p. 316). 
The study by Jue and his colleagues examines user activities within 
public libraries that serve lower income and “majority-minority’’ markets 
(Koontz et al., 1999a). Reading/writing and browsing constitute the ma- 
jor activities for minorities with 19 percent of African-American, 27 per- 
cent of Asian American, and 23 percent of Hispanic users engaged in 
reading/writing, and 27 percent of Native American users engaged in 
browsing (Koontz et al., 1999b).” There are also differences in question- 
asking: more questions about computer usage by African-American users; 
education and homework by Asian American and Hispanic users; and lei- 
sure and entertainment by Native American users (Koontz et al., 1999~).  
But there are virtually no differences in the types of questions asked by 
minority adults, the elderly, and children of all ages (Koontz et al., 1999~).  
CONCLUSION 
We arrive at a new century having made enormous progress in im- 
proving the life chances of many of our citizens. Our immigrant nation is 
the most dynamic in the world. Yet, the “fault lines” of society remain, as 
they have historically, between the “haves and have nots” and among the 
diverse races and ethnic groups that make up the American “melting pot.” 
Some people argue that the “Digital Divide” can be overcome with a 
change in priorities and by substantially increasing our investment in the 
national information infrastructure. This conception of problem solving, 
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however, assumes that the disparities among the races and ethnic groups 
can be eliminated by substantial infusions in government spending in tech- 
nology. Yes, there is a “Digital Divide” in our society, but the metaphor is 
overused and, some would argue, misused (see Powell, 1999).Yes, federal 
priorities may make a difference; however, a cautionary note must be is- 
sued: We cannot be sure that “a given outcome is attributable to a social 
program or to a multiplicity of other possible causes . . . [because the] 
causal pathways between policies and desirable outcomes are seldom di- 
rect” (Fellegi & Wolfson, 1999, pp. 375, 376). 
The “Digital Divide” is an outcome of long-standing inequalities in 
society and choices that people make. Our attention is thus more usefully 
directed toward understanding the antecedents, correlates, and predic- 
tors of this inequality, and toward determining the statistical data we need 
to help us develop wise and effective library policies that provide equal 
access to information for everyone and eliminate barriers to library and 
information services. We need to focus on a new millennium that brings a 
beautiful but very complex mosaic of ethnicities and cultures, and a large 
increase in the number of low-income, non-English speaking, and elderly 
people whose needs will require significant planning to provide appropri- 
ate services. The well-being of families is central and, in particular, the 
educational attainment of parents. 
The library community will make its most important contribution to 
enhancing our social capital with its current commitment to programs 
that raise literacy levels, improve our children’s interest in reading, and 
coordinate more closely the activities of school and public libraries. The 
research conducted on library markets needs to be taken very seriously: 
libraries need to be close to their users to be used. Finally, there is incon- 
trovertible evidence that high minority and poverty school districts are 
comparatively disadvantaged in terms of instructional resources and capi- 
tal funds. These are items on an agenda for action, where political activ- 
ism of the library profession will make a difference. It is here where com- 
mitment is translated into national priorities. 
NOTES
’ The US.  Bureau of the Census (September 1999m, p. A-1) defines a “family” as a group 
of two or more people related by birth, marriage, or adoption who reside together. A 
“household” consists of all people who occupy a housing unit. It includes the related 
family members and all unrelated people, if any, such as lodgers, foster children, wards, 
or employees who share the housing unit. Group quarters are excluded from the count 
of households. A household may contain more than one family. The distinction be- 
tween “family” and “household” is important for calculations of all wealth and income 
statistics. These definitions are foundational for interpreting statistics. 
Neighborhoods have effects, too, but these are not discussed in this article. For relevant 
discussions, see Sampson et al. (1999) and Brooks-Gum et al. (1997). 
In 1997, the poverty threshold for a family of four was $16,400. 
These countries are the former Soviet Union, Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Mexico, Honduras, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic. 
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’ Earlier censuses asked questions about “mother tongue” (the language spoken when 
the person was a child) or only for a select group (e.g., the foreign-born) (US.  Bureau 
of the Census, April 1999d). 
This index measures the amount of revenue raised for educating our students relative 
to the income of taxpayers adjusted for the number of students and the total popula- 
tion. The U.S. Department of Education (1999f) explains that “the numerator mea- 
sures average financial resources available for the education of each student. The de- 
nominator measures the taxpayer’s average ability to pay. The index is the number of 
dollars of revenue raised for each student from each $100 of income received by each 
member of the population.” 
’ Another indicator of social investment in education is the “national index of public 
effort” (U.S.Department of Education, 1999f). Our national investment in higher edu- 
cation has fallen precipitously since 1970 (9.9 in 1996, 31.1 in 1970). The index for 
national investment in elementary and secondary education increased from 19.5 in 1970 
to 23.5 in 1996. The differential in spending is reduced when adjustments are made for 
cost of living (U.S. Department of Education, 1995b). 
The “poverty” indicator used by the U.S. Department of Education is the number of 
students eligible for a free or reduced price lunch (US .  Department of Education, 
199913). 
Yet, even were these existing inequalities alleviated by an infusion of funding to build 
an information infrastructure, significant barriers would remain. Extensive work by 
Schofield and colleagues offers a cautionary note regarding implementation of com- 
puter technology in the classroom (Eurich-Fulcer & Schofield, 1993; Schofield, 1994, 
1995, 1997; Schofield & Davidson, 1998; Schofield et  al., 1997). Computer technology 
use depends on social and political processes inside schools and the relationship be- 
tween schools and the ontside world, and these, Schofield and colleagues find, are signifi- 
cant barriers to technology implementation. 
lo 	“Extreme poverty” is defined as a condition where more than 40 percent of the popula- 
tion in a particular geographic area (e.g., census tract) lives below the poverty level. A 
particular geographic area is “poor” if 20 percent or more of its inhabitants live at  the 
poverty level. A “low poverty area” is one where 20 percent or less of the population live 
at the poverty level. See Jue et  al. (1999) for more information about the effects of 
defining poverty and low income tracts on siting public libraries. 
The user activities are: reading/writing, browsing, using computer, checking out/li- 
brary card, library program/tours, sitting alone/socializing, schoolwork, and non-li- 
brary program. 
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